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Introduction
Mirjam Milharčič Hladnik

This book is based on the written and oral records of the personal
experiences of women migrants from a small land in Central Europe.
The letters, narratives, life stories, and testimonies cover a span of
three to four generations of women who faced an unknown world,
conquered fear, gained control over their minds and bodies, and
began the age of self-determination. They represent a record of the
interpretation of national identity and gender roles through a female
migrant perspective during a time when national identity and gender
roles were challenged by two world wars, in turbulent times before
World War I, and in the unique moment after the independence of
Slovenia in 1991. Slovenia is a small triangle of land where the Slavicspeaking world that stretches as far as Moscow and Vladivostok
meets the Latin universe that starts in Italy. The borderline between
the Slavic and Latin cultures is joined by the German-speaking
Austrians in the north. The three cultures contact, penetrate each
other with words and expressions, exchange culinary experience,
and sometimes intermarry but always stay separate as cultural and
linguistic groups. In the second half of the nineteenth century when
mass emigration began, no more than a million people spoke the
Slovenian language; today, barely two and a half million speak it.
When we put a century of Slovenian women migrants’ experience
1
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in a brief historical context, we see their land—the Slovenian ethnic
territory—subject to fast and dynamic trajectories in that period.

Places of Departure: Shifting Boundaries

A part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire for centuries, the territory
encompassing Slovenia was divided into three parts after World War
I. The largest part became a constitutional entity of the new Kingdom of Serbs, Slovenes and Croats; the name was changed to the
Kingdom of Yugoslavia in 1929. The smallest part, Koroška in the
north, became part of Austria as a result of a referendum. The much
bigger western part, known as Primorska, became part of Italy as a
result of the Rapallo Treaty. For Slovenians, this decision never meant
anything except occupation. The population in Primorska, the region
where three of the chapters in the book take place, suffered under
the fascist regime from 1921 to 1943. This involved economic, social,
and ideological measures that the Italian regime used to force the
population to “become” Italian. When the measures stirred revolt, the
answer was state brutality, forced migration, killings, imprisonments,
and devastating tax policies. Among the population, the reaction was
armed resistance and exodus. People left for Yugoslavia, Argentina,
the United States, and Egypt; the latter destination was especially
true for women. After World War II, most of the Primorska region
returned to Slovenia, which became part of the socialist federation
of Yugoslavia. Slovenia became an independent state in the process
of the breakup of Yugoslavia in 1991.
Accurately determining how many people migrated from Slovenian
territories is difficult. The reason is obvious: the statistics in countries of origin and in host countries usually used citizenship as the
most important factor for defining migrants. In the period of mass
migration, from the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century,
Slovenians from different regions of the ethnic territory were citizens
of many states: the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, Italy, Hungary, and the Republic of Yugoslavia. Between 1901
2
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and 1910, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was ranked first in Europe
by the number of immigrants to the United States. Slovenians were
part of Slavic-speaking peoples from Central and Eastern Europe
who formed “one of the largest and newest groups of immigrants
at the turn of the century.”1 American immigration authorities put
Slovenian and Croatian immigrants in the same category. For the
period between 1889 and 1914, some 450,000 Slovenian and Croatian
migrants were reported. The U.S. census included a category about
mother tongue and thus provided more accurate numbers. In the 1910
census, around 183,000 people declared Slovenian as their mother
tongue. Using this data, we can estimate that more than 250,000
Slovenians migrated to the United States during this time.
Slovenians were also leaving for Argentina and Brazil in South
America as well as for other European countries. After World War
I, the biggest emigration wave swept through Primorska, which
was annexed to Italy. Between 1920 and 1940, fascist repression and
poverty forced between sixty thousand and ninety thousand Slovenians to leave for Yugoslavia, Argentina, the United States, and other
countries. In the interwar time of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia and
after the restrictive American immigration legislation, Slovenians
migrated to European countries such as France, Belgium, Germany,
the Netherlands, and Switzerland.
In May 1945, approximately seventeen thousand Slovenians fled
the country and were settled in refugee camps in Austria. Some of
them collaborated with the German and Italian occupiers, some were
afraid of communism or were against it, some were ordinary people
or family members, and some were prewar politicians. Approximately
five thousand migrated to the United States, while five thousand
three hundred went to Argentina, three thousand went to Canada,
and two thousand went to Australia. They were defined as displaced
persons and later labeled as Slovenian political emigrants. From 1960
to 1975, Slovenians migrated mainly to Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, France, and England. After that the migration almost stopped,
In trodu ction
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and Slovenia—like most European countries—changed from a land
of emigration to a land of immigration.
The number of women migrants is even more difficult to determine. It is estimated that the share of women in Slovenian migration
processes was approximately 38 percent. There were a few exclusively women migration flows that are also covered in this book.
Slamnikarice (“straw hat makers”) from the central part of Slovenia
left mainly for New York and other big cities in the United States
and Europe in the first decades of the twentieth century. They left as
skilled workers for employment in hat-making factories as seasonal
or permanent migrants. At the same time, women from villages in
Goriška in the Primorska region were leaving for Egypt. They mostly
worked as chambermaids and cooks as well as in various other kinds
of domestic help, frequently as nannies and sometimes as governesses, teachers, and wet nurses. Since the most common destination
of their migration was Alexandria, at home they were referred to as
aleksandrinke (“Alexandrian women”), and under this name they
remain recorded in the collective memory. Women left from all parts
of the Slovenian ethnic territory as domestic workers, but chapter 4 in
this book presents dikle, those domestic workers who left from Slavia
Veneta to work in the big Italian cities. Women were leaving en masse
for the United States in the period of European mass emigration. The
first Slovenian women in the United States were farmers’ wives who
settled in central Minnesota in the decades after the American Civil
War. Women arrived in greater numbers after 1890 and joined their
husbands or sought employment in industrial cities and mining communities. Cleveland, Ohio, became the major Slovenian settlement.
It is said that in 1909, nine Slovenians a day arrived in the city. Many
among them were women.

Places of Arrival: Changing Identities

Going Places is the narrative of one century of women’s migration
from one country to multiple destinations, above all to the United

4
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States but also to Egypt, Argentina, and Italy as well as other countries
of Europe. In one of the few memoirs written by a Slovenian woman,
Marie Prisland described her first impression of America upon arrival
at Ellis Island in 1906:
The day was warm and we were very thirsty. An English-speaking
immigrant asked the near-by guard where we could get a drink
of water. The guard withdrew and returned shortly with a pail
of water, which he set before the group of women. Some men
stepped forward quickly to have a drink, but the guard pushed
them back saying: “Ladies first!” When the women learned what
the guard had said, they were dumbfounded, for in Slovenia,
as in all Europe, women always were second to men. Someone
dramatically explained it this way: “First comes man, then a long
time nothing, then comes the woman.” Happy at the sudden turn
of events, one elderly lady stepped forward, holding a dipper of
water, and proposed this toast: “Živjo Amerika, kjer so ženske
prve!” (Long live America, where women are first!).2

Slovenian immigrants are not often mentioned in the vast literature
on American immigration history, and Slovenian women immigrants
are paid even less attention. However, Maxine Seller quoted the story
about Prisland’s arrival to Ellis Island in her influential book, one of
the first on women migrants. Seller quoted it at the very beginning
of the introduction and added that “For Prisland, who later founded
the Slovenian Women’s Union of America and created a woman’s
magazine, The Dawn, the American dream became a reality. Not all
immigrant women were so fortunate. For many, life in the United
States was bitter and the slogan, ‘ladies first,’ cruelly ironic. ‘Ladies’
were first to be underpaid, unemployed, and abused.”3
In general, when Slovenian women and men migrated, they all
knew a lot about being underpaid, unemployed, and abused, and
they didn’t have time for anything but bare survival. However, they
made their lives rich with cultural and social activities. Despite poverty, they established societal and social institutions that demanded
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immense financial input from every member of the community and
work in their spare time. To preserve and develop these institutions,
volunteer, continuous, and intensive work of the whole community
was called for, spanning generations. Churches, schools, national
homes, recreation centers, commercial buildings, banks, libraries and
reading rooms, newspaper publishing houses, drama groups, choirs,
recording studios, and music groups were created, developed, built
up, and financed exclusively with the savings of poorly paid Slovenian
migrants. Nevertheless, women’s responsibilities, opportunities, roles,
and experiences at work, at home, and in their communities were
different from that of men. Many studies have discovered very much
the same as Donna Gabaccia sums up in the following sentences:
First as community activists and later as socializers of children
and organizers of family and religious rituals, immigrant women
reproduced and transformed cultural traditions through their
labors. Men at first sought women’s help in reproducing ethnicity
but then abandoned it, leaving it increasingly to women and their
domestic roles. It is scarcely surprising that women, more than
men, continue to view ethnicity and their immigrant “roots” as
an important influence on their lives.4

As Christiane Harzig argued, the role of women in this process
was crucial: “Not only have women proven to be essential to the
community-building process, migration itself has been seen as the
terrain where gender relations are renegotiated.”5 These findings are
relevant also for the Slovenian migrant women. Women’s migration
experiences changed their perspective of gender roles in the environment into which they moved and changed their attitudes toward
gender roles back home. In addition, permanent or even temporary
migration challenged their identities, professional status, parental
relations, fashion statements, and the rules of behavior. Going Places
brings several personal accounts and subjective interpretations about
this complicated and dynamic process. They show how Slovenian
women migrants were not always underpaid or abused and instead
6
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were extremely well paid and were also respected, self-confident,
ambitious, and resourceful.
Going Places begins with a young elegantly dressed woman on a
transatlantic steamer writing home about her travel to the new world
in the 1930s. The book ends with equally elegantly dressed professionals in today’s European Union offices sharing their experiences
on the virtual universe of the World Wide Web. In between, we
meet elegantly dressed nannies in the cosmopolitan Egyptian cities,
women entrepreneurs in the straw hat industry, knowledgeable maids
in Italian cities, and strong wives and mothers at home taking care
of the farms and the families.

From Transnational Emotions to Emancipatory Ambitions

Slovenian women migrants put their personal experiences in many
forms of writing: mostly in letters written to family members; often in
personal diaries and more seldom in memoirs, and finally in the form of
storytelling to the researchers who have only recently become interested
in the subjective experiences of the migration process of those who
left and of those who stayed.6 This book tries to assemble all of them
in a “human-centered approach,” as Dirk Hoerder calls it. He explains
the methodological approach that takes into account the economic,
cultural, social, and emotional complexity and conditioning of migration decisions and their consequences in the place of origin as well
as the place of migration as a “holistic material-emotional approach.”
Such an approach is extremely important when dealing with women’s
migrations, because we can use it to argue the widespread popular and
academic discourse of women’s passive position. With the holistic material-emotional approach, we take into account all the individuals in this
migration phenomenon as actors in the process of decision making and
the consequences: “Decisions about life-courses, levels of subsistence,
and aspirations for betterment involve a conglomerate of traditional
cultural norms and practices, of actual emotional and spiritual needs,
and of economic rationales,” emphasizes Hoerder.7
In trodu ction
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In this sense, the chapters of this book present the infinite series
of emotions that decisions of migration triggered. In those who left
and in those who stayed, we can follow the life flows of the feelings
of loss, abandonment, homesickness, missing, loneliness, alienation,
expectations, anger, despair, resentment, and incomprehension but
also the feelings of happiness, independence, freedom, achievement,
and fulfillment. The holistic material-emotional approach used by
the contributors in Going Places forces us not to miss anyone in the
intertwining of the actors in the migration phenomenon. All of the
chapters reveal the contradictions, ambiguities, and complexities of
everyday decisions in a dynamic social context of migration. Individual and family decisions, cultural choices, and social experiences
are mirrored in each analysis, thus revealing to us the complex picture
of Slovenian migration.
The intertwining of the migration actors is presented in chapter 1,
where Pepica has the leading role in the seven decades of correspondence of a transnational family that ended only with her death. In
addition, her two migrant brothers wrote emotional letters and cared
for the family ties across the ocean for as long as they lived, just as
much as she did. The analysis of the Udovič-Valenčič-Hrvatin family
correspondence is a gendered research in which male and female
members of the family provide a comprehensive account of the
migration experience of those who stayed and those who left in the
complicated social and political context of changing times, borders,
homes, and identities. The family correspondence is an important
source for understanding migration, because it reveals the subjective
reality and intimate experiences of all participants in the migration
process as well as their descendants. The collections contain hundreds of letters, postcards, greeting cards, and numerous references
to packages that became part of the correspondence in the decades
after 1945. All of the mentioned mail traveled between Jelšane, a village in Primorska, Slovenia; Cleveland, Ohio, in the United States;
and Buenos Aires, the capital of Argentina.
8
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After reviewing extensive archives of migrant correspondences,
Bruce Elliot, David Gerber, and Suzanne Sinke found that “rarely do
we have access to both sides of a cycle of correspondence” and that
most often we listen to one side of the conversation only, as in migrant
correspondence when most often only letters from one side are preserved.8 In this sense, the correspondence of the Udovič-ValenčičHrvatin family is an exceptional source for studying migration: it is
extensive in the number of letters and the number of persons taking
part in it, and it includes correspondents on three sides.
However, in the case of Francka’s letters, presented in chapter 2
by Marjan Drnovšek, we do listen to one side of the conversation
only. The bunch of sixty-one letters was acquired at a flea market
in Ljubljana many decades after they were posted. During a short
period of less than a year from 1929 to 1930, Francka sent them from
a village in Slovenia to several places in the Netherlands, where her
husband worked as a miner. Here, the author draws attention to the
importance of the correspondence of migrants, which reveals what
only the eyes of the addressees were supposed to see: the intimate
and deeply personal portrait of how the main actors perceived their
fates. It is only this intimate perspective that opens the depth of the
unknown, the rarely heard, and the seldom seen, which must be
handled and presented sensitively and ethically.
Through a family’s correspondence we gain a precise insight into a
subjective migration process that most studies of migration—historical and sociological—have long excluded. Until recently, the main
type of global women migrations—the waged domestic work—was
also totally excluded from migration studies and historiography. This
is all the more unusual given that waged domestic workers “form
the largest single female category of migrant labor, not only in the
twentieth and twenty-first century but in fact throughout the history of migration. This is accounted for by economic restructuring
processes (mainly agrarian and in the textile industry), by an uneven
distribution of wealth between regions and nations, and by changes
In trodu ction
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in the international division of labor.”9 The reason for the invisibility
of the female migrants and their specific work, which is globally
expanded and true for the past and the present, is well defined by
Sheila Rowbotham:
One reason for the lack of visibility has been the nature of female
migrants’ occupation. In many cases they went into domestic
service or served as wet nurses—activities which have never
been regarded within the prevailing definitions of “work” or the
“economy” and have thus defied statistical reckoning. This is a
gendered obscurity in a double sense. The women leave no traces
because they are female and because the framework of who is to
be seen has been biased towards the male.10

This gendered obscurity is especially relevant for the women headed
south from the villages in the Goriška region to the port of Alexandria
in Egypt. In chapter 3, Daša Koprivec describes how these women,
the aleksandrinke, started a female economic migration to Egypt
that spanned almost a century until the 1950s. In Alexandria and
Cairo, most of them worked as maids for the affluent bourgeoisie.
Some aleksandrinke established independent businesses; some fell in
love and married into local families. They left villages in the Goriška
region that were not only poor but were also destroyed by World War
I and where they only knew how to work the farm and raise children.
They came to big metropolises, where they shed their rural identity,
adopted an urban style in clothes and table manners, discovered the
theater and movies, and experienced the self-confidence of economic
independence. When they left, most of them spoke Slovenian and
Italian; in Cairo and Alexandria, they learned English, French, and
Arabic. Some of them were young mothers who left their children
in the care of their husbands, relatives, friends, or neighbors. Some
left to breast-feed children of affluent families and sent the money
they earned to their husbands to pay the mortgage on the farm. Some
stayed as nannies or maids or made it as companions to members of
the Egyptian royal families.
10
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As painful as the experience of leaving their offspring was, it was
much more painful to return home changed, educated, and experienced. The places to where these women returned were just as
conservative and rigid as when they left. The huge sums of money
that they had sent home to keep and expand the family propriety
were forgotten. On their return, they were often rejected, vilified,
and denigrated as fallen women. They were obliged to hide their
emancipation and store their city clothes in mothballs, together with
their new identities.
In the case of aleksandrinke, the human-centered approach is even
more relevant because the phenomenon is so diversified. When we
try to understand its material-emotional aspects, we must make a
distinction between the women who worked as nannies or wet nurses
and the women who did other types of work. We cannot treat single
women and those who were married and mothers in the same way.
When it comes to children, chapter 3 presents stirring stories of truly
abandoned children whom nobody cared for but also testimonies of
childhoods that were a lot less dramatic. Some men accepted their
wives’ absence without any problems, while others had more difficulties. And then there are the testimonies of children cared for by the
aleksandrinke that describe how aleksandrinke marked their lives
and identities.
Within the female migration, aleksandrinke are a totally specific
phenomenon because of the nature of their work. No other form of
female migration cut so painfully into gender relationships, family relationships, children’s memories, and the collective memory
and thus produced interpretations that were emotionally charged,
completely opposing, and controversial. Migration studies in Slovenia have only in recent years begun paying more attention to the
phenomenon, because it was only recently that female migrants even
became the subject of research.
This is also the point in chapter 4, where Jernej Mlekuž describes
similar experiences of young women who left the most western
In trodu ction
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part of the Slovenian ethnic territory in the Friuli-Venezia Giulia to
work as dikle, or housemaids, in the big Italian cities in order to earn
enough money for a dowry and the beginning of married life. As the
author notes—and it is relevant also for aleksandrinke—the voice of
authority and the public in general has always been and continues
to be the voice of contempt. Women domestic labor migrants met
with the condemning voice of the Catholic Church, political leaders,
writers and poets, and all other important opinion makers in the
wider society. To come back to the poor villages, where there was
such patriarchal control and orchestrated contempt, was often harder
than the work in the comfortable houses of well-off families, where
these women were maids and servants but got used to the telephone,
electric appliances, and chic clothes and, even more important, got
used to earning money and having a sense of freedom.
In the last part of the book, the stage is set for another complex
drama of migration that deconstructs the simple perception of division between male and female, the modern and the traditional, the
urban and the rural, domestic and foreign, and possibilities and
obstacles. By the hundreds, slamnikarice left a small town in central
Slovenia to make straw hats in Manhattan hat factories and in several
cities of the huge Austro-Hungarian Empire. They left as skilled workers and not necessarily for economic reasons. As Saša Roškar writes in
chapter 5, we are rediscovering the stories about the search by young
women for better incomes and economic independence. They left
because money was better in other countries but also because they
wanted to learn languages or improve their education or because
they could not resist the invitations of relatives who left before them.
The testimonies that Roškar collected show that the treatment of
these women migrants was much better abroad than at home. This
positive treatment was a common experience of almost all Slovenian
women migrants, regardless of their destinations. It is an important
revelation that Slovenian women who migrated to America, Italian
and Egyptian cities, European countries, and other destinations expe12
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rienced respect and dignity that they did not experience at home. No
matter how difficult it sometimes was to live and work as migrants
for economic and emotional reasons, most of the women migrants
in the past felt the condemnation and the burden of the patriarchal
gender role when they returned home.
This type of condemnation recently disappeared from the public
discourse in Slovenia as the role of the Catholic Church diminished
and as the country changed from a country of emigration to a country
of immigration. Chapter 6 shows a completely different situation and
a stark contrast to the migration context of the past. The possibility
for young female professionals to move to Brussels is described by
Tatiana Bajuk Senčar, who uses Slovenian women’s words to portray
their own contemporary migration. Slovenia became a member of the
European Union in 2004, and most of the women to whom she has
spoken started their migration career sometime after that. While a fair
number of the women explained that upon looking back they felt as if
they wound up in Brussels by chance, their presence in the capital of
the European Union can be understood as the result of certain experiences and social connections. Despite the great heterogeneity among
the women narrators, one of the things that linked them together was
that each of them had a European story before they set out to Brussels,
be it in terms of previous travels, previous academic or professional
experience, or previous contacts. Chapter 6 illustrates the dynamic
history of Slovenian female migration in one century—from straw
hat makers, picture brides, maids, servants, and nannies to the Eurocrats—with the similarities of the migration process, which includes
social networks, professional experiences, contacts, and courage.
This is one of the most fundamental findings of this book, which
mirrors findings of other researchers of global women migrations
in the past and in the present: the only common trait of the women
within these heterogeneous female migration waves is that they cannot be considered passive victims of the circumstances but instead are
active decision makers regarding the options in their lives and in great
In trodu ction
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part also the lives of their families. Although we can still encounter
circumstances in which we cannot see positive changes to the position of women,11 we do, on the other hand, see many situations in
which female migrants gained power, influence, and autonomy over
their own bodies, work, income, and, above all, freedom that they
could not fathom in their country of origin.12
A key characteristic discovered by the research of the migration
processes as gendered processes in the past and in the present is a
fundamental law that says that migration transforms gender roles;
migration reorganizes and reconstructs them. In the past, like today,
migration gave women variability in roles compared to those they
had in places from where they migrated. This is particularly true for
migrations into the United States and Egypt. This thinking puts us in
the center of the research of the migrant experience of women as an
experience of losing, transforming, changing, and rebuilding personal,
ethnic, and gender identities. This position is of particular relevance,
because it reveals the context of migration as characteristically complex, dynamic, and complicated. Different societies and countries
(emigrant and immigrant) are included in these migrations; within
them are branched and spread-out transnational family, kinship, and
friendship ties. These societies and countries thus represent crossroads
of different cultures and religions. This book brings narratives that are
each a biographic story of identity under construction, a process of
narrating experiences that form that identity. Every identity surpasses
what we call ethnic, national identity or belonging and at the same time
contains different combinations of its elements in different periods of
the narrators’ lives. In the dynamic course of life, these elements—
preserved, lost, regained—are tied together by memory imbued with
transnational emotions. In this way, the book reveals a compelling
story of women migrants that is still unfolding around the globe today.
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